THE ROMANCE OF PLAYING CARDS
To make up for this plainness, printers early learned to
decorate the faces of playing cards, putting the suit sign
and number in a corner or along an edge and using the rest
of the space for "educational*' words and pictures.
Card playing now, of course, is a regular recreation
activity in many American and European schools because
it helps to increase poise and overcome shyness. But the
educational cards of three or four centuries ago were meant
to educate children in a different manner by giving them
actual bits of knowledge which they could study as they
played. The subjects treated included everything from read-
ing, writing and arithmetic to history, astronomy, geog-
raphy, music, military science, heraldry, logic and even
Latin.
No one knows when the first educational deck was pub-
lished, but certainly one of the very earliest was printed by
Dr. Thomas Murner, a German philosopher born about
1460. This deck was supposed to teach natural science, as
natural science was understood in those days, and it was
particularly important because Dr. Murner was one of the
most noted educators of his time, so famous that because
of his teaching abilities he was once spared from being
burned at the stake for witchcraft.
Educational cards soon became popular with adults as
well as with children. People were starved for pictures, par-
ticularly those which were gaily colored, and to satisfy the
demand, card printers sprang up throughout Europe. At the
beginning of the sixteenth century there were enough manu-
facturers in England alone to make up a guild and earn a
royal charter.
Current events were a popular subject for educational
cards, and in English history various decks have survived
which picture the defeat of the Spanish Armada, the Eng-
lish Revolution, the Monmouth Rebellion, the South Sea
Bubble and other events. Some of these were bitterly
satirical, the South Sea Bubble cards particularly railing at
the fraud and deception which had brought ruin to so many
thousands of people in this first of all modern market
crashes.